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W as it naive to think it couldn’t 
get worse? First, the January 12 
earthquake in Haiti—the worst di-

saster in modern history—was met with an infu-
riatingly futile humanitarian response.1 In Octo-
ber came a wrenching cholera outbreak, swiftly 
compounded by the deluge and destruction of 
Hurricane Tomas. As of this writing, cholera has 
infected more than 7,000 Haitians and killed at 
least 500. The source of the outbreak may itself 
be an insult: The Associated Press 
recently reported that sewage from 
a United Nations base at Mirebalais, 
a town north of Port-au-Prince, may 
have caused the outbreak.2 The U.S. 
the Centers for Disease Control later 
identified the cholera strain as likely 
from South Asia, leading to specu-
lation that UN troops from Ne-
pal, where the disease is endemic, 
brought it with them.3

If true, the UN’s malfeasance will 
become only the latest in a string 
of accusations that Haitians consis-
tently level at MINUSTAH—the UN occupation 
force known by its French acronym, established 
in 2004 after Haitian president Jean-Bertrand 
Aristide was ousted in a U.S.-supported coup. 
The UN said it would investigate whether its 
sewage triggered the cholera outbreak, but 
MINUSTAH’s record of abuse and deception 
makes this a dubious prospect. Investigative 
reports published as early as 2005 by Harvard 
and the University of Miami not only found that 
the force was making “little, if any, progress” to-
ward its stated goals of promoting stabilization 
through disarmament, supporting the political 
process, and monitoring human rights, but also 
validated “credible allegations of human rights 
abuses perpetrated by MINUSTAH itself.”4 
These include cover-ups of rights violations by 
the Haitian National Police, as well as direct vio-
lence against civilians in the poorer neighbor-
hoods of Port-au-Prince, playing into U.S. po-

litical interests in undermining strongholds of 
support for Aristide. 

MINUSTAH’s deceits are no minor affair. 
While many countries’ post-earthquake aid 
pledges remain unfulfilled—including $1.15 
billion from the United States—UN member na-
tions spent $5 billion on MINUSTAH between 
2004 and 2009. Although it often undermines 
the UN’s own proclaimed ideals, MINUSTAH is 
a funding priority for a reason: It is a political 

tool, one that keeps a lid on social 
and political movements in Haiti, 
while U.S. export and manufactur-
ing interests move in as a part of 
the “reconstruction” plan, setting 
up new sweatshops and safeguard-
ing the dumping of U.S. agricul-
tural produce. 

Given that MINUSTAH’s man-
date was renewed October 14, the 
moment is particularly ripe to ex-
amine the true nature of its activi-
ties. To begin with, the devastating 
January earthquake prompted no 

improvement in MINUSTAH’s lackadaisical ap-
proach to the human rights wording in its man-
date. In fact, the force’s role in the immediate 
crisis response reportedly hindered aid efforts, 
given its overemphasis on military security.5 Yet 
in the following months, it became clear that 
MINUSTAH did not think it worth its time to 
protect the thousands of displaced people liv-
ing in tent camps from the scourge of rape and 
assault. Even today, UN troops are repeatedly 
called out to preside over peaceful political 
demonstrations, but rarely do they respond to 
pleas to protect the vulnerable. 

One all too common case illustrates the 
point. In June, a desperately underserviced 
camp in Cité Soleil, the poorest area of Port-au-
Prince, came under violent attack from thugs 
hired, according to community members, by a 
local music business that wanted them off the 
land to hold concerts. Camp residents and ad-
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vocacy groups spent months making 
pleas to multiple levels of authority 
for protection, but MINUSTAH of-
fered no effective response. When 
UN police did make an appearance 
for a tarp distribution two months 
later, their ineffectiveness at keeping 
the peace became obvious. Halfway 
through the distribution, the very 
aggressors who had been threatening 
the camp for the past several weeks 
disrupted the process, while the UN 
police hung back and watched. 

Given that the officers present 
were from five different countries 
and spoke nearly no languages in 
common, it was no wonder that they 
could coordinate neither with each 
other nor with camp residents. As 
the situation calmed and frustrated 
residents dispersed, a bright-eyed 
officer asked me, “Do you know if 
there will be any more distributions 
soon we could go watch?” Two oth-
ers wanted to take a photograph 
with me. These officers, often young 
and disoriented, are made to stand 
by as symbols of “protection” in the 
best-case scenario, and to rashly 
perpetuate violence in the worst. 

When MINUSTAH’s mandate was 
renewed in October, with more ver-
biage about protecting civilians and 
democratic processes, peaceful pro-
testers gathered by the UN logistics 
base to express their opposition to 
the force’s continued presence in 
Haiti.6 They were confronted with 
armed “peacekeepers,” threatened 
at gunpoint, and made to halt the 
protest. Shots were fired, and a UN 
vehicle drove into the crowd and 
pushed several protesters and an in-
ternational journalist into a ditch.7 

In fact, for the past several months, 
camp residents have been organiz-
ing peaceful protests—on the 12th 
of every month—to demand dignity 
in aid, the provision of basic needs, 
and a voice in the recovery process. 
Educating themselves about their 

constitutional privileges and UN hu-
man rights treaties, communities are 
organizing to demand their rights 
from the well-funded UN agencies 
and NGOs that seem disconnected 
from their plight. Perhaps 
it’s time UN officials them-
selves took another look 
at these treaties, which 
guarantee basic needs and 
community participation, 
instead of touting the NGO 
line that conditions have 
improved and the relief 
stage is over—an insult to 
the daily struggle of Haiti’s 
some 1.5 million displaced 
people. The cholera out-
break and the recent hur-
ricane should be a walk-up 
call to this reality.

Major news out­
lets did not cover the 
monthly demonstrations 

and pleas to the international com-
munity for accountability, transpar-
ency, and participation. But when 
protests on October 26 disrupted 
the establishment of a cholera treat-
ment center in Saint-Marc, the 
coastal town where the outbreak was 
discovered, the press covered the 
event widely. Argentine MINUSTAH 
troops with riot shields arrived to 
reinforce the police, firing warning 
shots and dispersing the protesters. 
None of the coverage bothered to 
ask if the community was involved 
in planning for the cholera center, 
or if they had understandable rea-
sons for protesting (such as fear of 
contagion). Instead, the media buzz 
around the protest and the milita-
rized reaction to it portrayed the 
community as irrational or ignorant 
of its self-interest—rather than sug-
gesting how local participation is vi-
tal even in crisis settings.

Far from ignorant, grassroots 
Haitian groups have long been con-

demning the decisions that cause 
vulnerability to diseases like chol-
era, and they have been supported 
in this by international organiza-
tions like Partners in Health (PIH). 

A 2008 report co-
authored by PIH, 
for example, de-
scribed the Inter-
American Devel-
opment Bank’s 
2001 decision to 
withhold loans 
for water projects 
under pressure 
from the U.S. gov-
ernment.8 Haiti’s 
water infrastruc-
ture thus fell prey 
to U.S. efforts to 
destabilize Aris-
tide’s government, 
which PIH’s Dr. 

Evan Lyon cited October 26 as a di-
rect cause of the poor sanitary con-
ditions that allowed cholera to take 
hold.9 The UN peacekeeping force, 
being a huge diversion of resources 
and a wrench in the democratic pro-
cess, only served to aggravate this 
destabilization. 

In the United States, where about 
half of households donated to the 
earthquake relief, we must critically 
probe the UN occupation of Haiti 
and the continuing denial of basic 
rights to Haitians—that is, if we 
believe solidarity means more than 
writing a check. We must demand 
an independent investigation into 
the UN base at Mirebalais and the 
origins of the cholera outbreak. We 
must stop our tax dollars from fuel-
ing militarization masked as aid and 
call for a full disbursement of hu-
manitarian funds. If we don’t speak 
out, we will fail to heed the Haitian 
voices that have so much to say 
about their own development, their 
vision for the future, and the “peace-
keeping” they do not need.

6

In the United States, 

where about half of 

households donated 

to the earthquake, we 

must critically probe 

the UN occupation of 

Haiti and the continu-

ing denial of basic 

rights to Haitians—

that is, if we believe 

solidarity means more 

than writing a check. 



NACLA REPORT ON THE AMERICAS

44

notes

Haiti: Contesting the UN Occupation 

1.   �The Times Online (London), “Haiti Earthquake ‘Worst Disaster in Modern His-
tory,’ ” February 17, 2010; Jonathan Katz and Martha Mendoza, “Haiti Still 
Waiting for Pledged US Aid,” the Associated Press, September 29, 2010. 

2.   �The Associated Press, “UN Probes Base as Source of Cholera Outbreak,” 
October 27, 2010. 

3.   �The Associated Press, “Cholera in Haiti Matches Strains Seen in South Asia, 
U.S. Says,” November 1, 2010.

4.   �Harvard Law Student Advocates for Human Rights and Centro de Justiça 
Global, Keeping the Peace in Haiti? (Cambridge, Massachusetts; São Paulo, 
March 2005); Thomas M. Griffin, Haiti Human Rights Investigation: November 
11–21, 2004 (Center for the Study of Human Rights, University of Miami Law 
School). 

5.   �Peter Hallward, “Securing Disaster in Haiti,” Center for International Policy, 
January 22, 2010. 

6.   �Ansel Herz, “Haitians Protest Renewal of UN Security Council Mission in 
Haiti,” Free Speech Radio News, October 15, 2010. 

7.   �Center for Economic and Policy Research, “MINUSTAH: Securing Stability and 
Democracy From Journalists, Children, and Other Threats,” blog entry, cepr 
.net/index.php/blogs, October 18, 2010.

8.   �NYU School of Law Center for Human Rights and Global Justice, Partners in 
Health, RFK Memorial Center For Human Rights, and Zanmi Lasante, Wòch nan 
Soley: Denial of the Right to Water in Haiti (2008), rfkcenter.org/node/66.

9.  �Democracy Now!, “Partners in Health Physician on Haiti: ‘Cholera Will Not 
Go Away Until Underlying Situations that Make People Vulnerable Change,’ ” 
October 26, 2010.

Blowback

1.   �Froylán Enciso helped edit this article and outline Mexican drug “cartels.”
2.   �Rubén Aguilar and Jorge Casteñeda, El Narco: La guerra fallada (Mexico City: 

Punto de Lectura, 2009); Transborder Institute, Drug Violence in Mexico: Data 
and Analysis From 2001–2009 (University of San Diego, 2010); “DEA Intel-
ligence Chief Likens Mexico to 1980s Colombia,” in Jesús Esquivil, Mexidata.
Info, March 2, 2009 (originally published in Proceso magazine [Mexico City], 
February 22, 2009).

3.   �Chalmers Johnson, Blowback: The Cost and Consequences of American Em-
pire, 2d. edition (Holt Paperbacks, 2004).

4.   �Ron Chepesiuk, Drug Lords: The Rise and Fall of the Cali Cartel (Milo Books 
Ltd, 2003); Stan Zimmerman, “From Handshakes to Handguns,” chap. 8 in A 
History of Smuggling in Florida: Rumrunners and Cocaine Cowboys (The His-
tory Press, 2006); see also map in Zimmerman, p. 104.

5.   �Luis Astorga, Mitología del ‘narcotraficante’ en México (Mexico City: Plaza y 
Valdés, 1995). 

6.   �For similar “push” analysis and statistics, see Peter Andreas, “The Escalation 
of Border Control,” chap. 4 in Border Games: Policing the U.S.-Mexican Divide, 
2d. edition (Cornell University Press, 2009).

7.   �Andreas, Border Games, 55–57.
8.  �Ibid., 62.
9.   �For lack of space, I omit a series of key adaptive drug organizational shifts 

after 2000.
10. �Michael Kenny, From Pablo to Osama: Trafficking and Terrorist Networks, Gov-

ernment Bureaucracies, and Competitive Adaptations (Penn State University 
Press, 2007).

11. �United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, World Drug Report (2008), section 
1.3, esp. pp. 67–68). The hemispheric interception rate is higher—42% in 
2006, up from 29% in 1998—and sites are rapidly changing again: Simon 
Romero, “Coca Growing Surges in Peru as Drug Fight Shifts Trade,” The New 
York Times, June 14, 2010.

12. �Latin American Commission on Drugs and Democracy, Drugs and Democracy: 
Towards a Paradigm Shift (2008), drugsanddemocracy.org. For de-escalation 
ideas, see Peter Reuter, “Do No Harm,” The American Interest 4, no. 4 (spring 
2009): 46–53.

Introduction

1.   �Marc Lacey, “Latino Vote Likely to Lag, Polls Says,” The New York Times, 
October 5, 2010. 

2.   �Department of Homeland Security, “Secretary Napolitano Announces Record-
breaking Immigration Enforcement Statistics Achieved Under the Obama Ad-
ministration,” press release, October 6, 2010.

3.   �Andres Ramirez, “2010 Latino Electoral Performance - A Brief Analysis,” blog 
entry, NDN Blog, ndn.org/blog, November 3, 2010.

4.   �Latino Decisions, “Latino Election Eve Poll Results: November 2, 2010,” blog 
entry, latinodecisions.wordpress.com, November 2, 2010.

5.   �Michael Tomasky, “Turnout: Explains a Lot,” The Guardian (London), November 
3, 2010, guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/michaeltomasky. 

6.   �Cristina Beltrán, The Trouble With Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of 
Identity (Oxford University Press, 2010). 

Beyond the Consensus

1.   �I would like to thank the colleagues, friends, and community partners who 
offered comments on this article.  

2.   �Adrián Félix, Carmen Gonzales, and Ricardo Ramirez, “Political Protest, Ethnic 
Media, and Latino Naturalization,” American Behavioral Scientist 52, no. 4 
(December 2008): 618–34; Chris Zepeda-Millán, “Today We March, Tomorrow 
We Vote: The Impacts of the 2006 Immigrant Protest-Wave,” paper presented 
at the American Political Science Association, Annual Meeting and Exhibition, 
Washington, September 2010.

3.   �Barack Obama at the LULAC Convention (video), uploaded July 8, 2008, to 
YouTube.com by user BarackObamadotcom. 

4.   �Julia Preston, “In Big Shift, Latino Vote Was Heavily for Obama,” The New 
York Times, November 6, 2008.

5.   �Laura Muñoz-Wides, “Obama Naming Hispanics to Top Posts at Record Pace,” 
December 21, 2009.

6.   �Department of Homeland Security, “Secretary Napolitano Announces Record-
breaking Immigration Enforcement Statistics Achieved Under the Obama 
Administration,” press release, October 6, 2010; America’s Voice, “CHARTS: 
Border/Enforcement Spending and Deportation Levels Continue to Skyrocket 
Under Obama,” May 25, 2010, americasvoiceonline.org.

7.   �Jeremy Pelofsky, “U.S. Troops to Arrive at Mexico Border August 1,” Reuters, 
July 20, 2010.

8.   �Spencer S. Hsu, “Obama Revives Bush Idea to Catch Illegal Workers,” The 
Washington Post, July 9, 2009. 

9.   �Democracy Now!, “Obama Admin Expands Law Enforcement Program 287(g), 
Criticized for Targeting Immigrants and Increasing Racial Profiling,” July 29, 
2009, democracynow.org.

10. �Shankar Vedantam, “No Opt-out for Immigration Enforcement,” The Washing-
ton Post, October 1, 2010.

11. �Charles E. Schumer and Lindsey O. Graham, “The Right Way to Mend Immi-
gration,” The Washington Post, March 19, 2010; Perry Bacon Jr., “Democrats 
Unveil Immigration-reform Proposal,” The Washington Post, April 29, 2010.

12. �Quoted in Jordy Yager, “Schumer Slams McCain’s Immigration Plan,” The Hill 
(Washington), Blog Briefing Room, April 19, 2010, thehill.com/blogs/blog-
briefing-room.

13. �Quoted in National Immigration Forum, “Democrats Unveil ‘Conceptual Pro-
posal’ for Immigration Reform,” press release, April 30, 2010.

14. �Filipino Advocates for Justice, “Draft: Side by Side Comparison of Immigra-
tion Reform Proposals as of May 10, 2010,” document, available at filipinos4 
justice.org.

15. �Vamos Unidos, “Latino Youth Defines DREAM Act as a De Facto Military 
Draft,” Immigrant Rights News (nnirr.blogspot.com), September 22, 2010.

16. �Carrie Budoff Brown, “Hispanic Media Take On Obama,” Politico, August 11, 
2010.

17. �“Transcript of President Barack Obama With Univision,” October 25, 2010, 
latimesblogs.latimes.com.


